FLORIDA'S CREEPY-CRAWLIES

BITES and STINGS

You are going over a grid map with a group of senior
cadets at a SAR exercise in the Apalachicola National
Forest. Suddenly you hear cries and moans from a
cadet’'s tent. You rush to the tent and find a
member of your team in extreme discomfort, curled
into a fetal position, complaining of severe cramps in
her abdomen and lower back. Sweat drenches her
and her skin appears flushed and feels warm. You
start to ask her what's wrong, but before you can
speak, she opens her mouth and splatters the tent
wall with vomit. Her pulse races at 110 and is weak.
Thinking appendicitis or gastroenteritis, you quickly
delegate two senior members to carry her to a car
and drive her to the nearest hospital.

What just happened?

The bites and stings humans receive from venomous
critters vary greatly in severity depending on the
amount of venom injected and the sensitivity of the
victim. Here is some basic information on just a few
of the more dangerous creepy-crawlies in Morth
West Florida.

The Black Widow spider is the most endemic spider
in North West Florida but rarely bites. The female's
venom is 15 times stronger than a rattlesnake's but
her drop of poison is tiny. Sometimes, they do not
inject any venom at all. She is rarely aggressive but
may be touchy during springtime mating and egg-
tending days. (You don't want to mess with a Black
Widow with PM5!) People almost never feel the
bite, although some have reported sharp pain
immediately. Rarely does a victim see the spider
that bites and if they do, the natural instinct is to
crush it immediately. So positively identifying the
spider is unlikely. But don't scurry around looking
for the beast or try to sort out the body parts in
order to identify it. Pay attention to the victim's
symptoms! Let those determine what actions you
should take.

What You Would Most Likely See from a Black
Widow Bite:

There may be little or no redness and swelling at the
site, but a small, hard bump may form later. Within

an hour, symptoms usually begin. Pain and anxiety
become intense which accounts for those bitten
thinking they are surely going to die. Severe
muscular cramping often centers in the abdomen
and back. There may be a sensation of burning and
numbness in the feet. Headache, nausea, vomiting,
dizziness and heavy sweating are all common
reactions. Only four deaths have been reported in
the US in the last few decades. The fatalities are
almost always the very young, the very old or the
very allergic.

What You Should Do:

Keep the victim as calm as possible. If you can find
the bite site — which may show up as a faint, red
mark — wash it with anything you have available;
plain water or soap and water or an alcohol jell.
Cooling the injury with water (not ice) using a wet
compress or even a warm pack (whichever makes
the victim most comfortable) may help reduce the
pain. Tylenol for pain, if avallable, would be
appropriate.

Evacuation to a medical facility is strongly advised,
especially if you are unsure what is causing the
symptoms, just in case complications arise. Maost
spider bite patients receive painkillers and 8 to 12
hours of observation at the hospital. '

Brown Recluse Spider

Also known as the fiddleback or violin spider, the
recluse prefers dark and dry places and travels
comfortably in the freight of trucks and trains. There
have been no confirmed bites from a recluse spider
in Fiorida since 1984. (Florida Poison Control
Network) They can be found in any dark place in the
home (including in your shoes or clothes!) and under
rocks, dead logs and pieces of bark in the wild. They
attack more readily in the warmer months, usually at
night and only when disturbed.

Symptoms of a Brown Recluse Spider bite

As with most spider bites, initially the bite of the
recluse is often painless. Symptoms vary from no
significant symptoms to severe ulcerations of the
skin and underlying tissues. Discomfort may be felt
immediately after the bite or several hours after

Page 1of 3






